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The Company of Lovers
Lorraine Paterson

WHEN LUCY SHIPLEY WAS NINE YEARS OLD,

she once followed a woman for four long blocks
because the woman had seemed so incredibly
lucky. The lucky woman had short bobbed
blonde hair and she was wearing a long light
green raincoat, and as she walked along the
sidewalk Lucy followed.
For Lucy, being connected in life was somehow connected with being lucky, and she simply
couldn't divide the two. They were elusive. It
was nothing tangible about the woman, not the
tilt of her head or the way she walked. Nothing
Lorraine Paterson teaches English in Thailand. This story
won first place in the Inscape fiction contest.
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solid that nine-year-old Lucy could say, "Here, here I have it,"
but it was there. In the tilt of her head and in the way that she
walked. Undeniable and unquestionable luck.
When Lucy was twenty-nine she no longer followed lucky
people on the street. She was too old and too wise to believe
that luck and connectedness could be learned and emulated by
following lucky people on the street. Instead, Lucy decided to
take a hand in her own fate. She began by visiting "Molly's
Reliable Adoption Agency."
"I would like to be adopted," she told the clerk at the front
desk.
"But surely you can support yourself?" the clerk said.
"Surely you are self-sufficient. You must be how old? Thirty
perhaps."
"I'm not talking about financial support. I would just like
to be connected. Did you ever play 'Connect' as a child?" Lucy
asked.
"No," said the secretary.
"Well, this works on exactly the same principle. The game
has pieces with blue and black and red lines on them and they
all have to be connected. Age is completely irrelevant."
"Nobody wants older children these days," the secretary said
firmly.
After the "Molly Agency" disappointment, it wasn't until
Lucy met Gerald and Sarah that a definite plot began to form
in her head.
Lucy had tried various sexual ideas before, but sex and
luck and connectiveness just didn' t fit together for her. She
couldn't touch a lover's chest. Her palms naturally splayed
out. Her previous lovers had thought her aloof and unfriendly.
One of them once complained, "I just don't feel like we are
friends."
"Friends," said Lucy, "now there's a new possibility."
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But with Gerald and Sarah it was different. A different angle
on sex. A nonparticipating angle. From the first time she saw
Sarah, Lucy thought, "There is a woman who doesn't want to
have children." There was something in the way that she held
her neck erect and postured. Lucy knew because she watched
them every time they came into the library where she worked.
Sarah's long brown hair fell slightly over Gerald's shoulder as
she leaned on him when they read poetry together. They looked
well fed, the pair of them. Bright eyed. Well dressed. Definitely
without any connections but themselves.
One day they were standing at the book checkout. Lucy
stamped "Plants of the Middle East" and "New Techniques on
Sheet Wallpapering" and then said, "Here are your options:
either you can adopt me or I'll have children for you."
"We don't want children," said Gerald cautiously.
"Well, I can fit into your domestic arrangements any way
you want. Child. Cousin. Sister. Aunt. Whatever you want."
Lucy moved in with Gerald and Sarah the following week.
She paid them rent, but they gave her a discount because she
was a relative. They lived in a small red brick house that seemed
rather sprawling and badly furnished to Lucy. Sarah tie-dyed
sheets and hung them on the walls. Sparsely.
Lucy rotated relationships. The intention was one month
child, the next month sister, the next cousin. She started off in
the child cycle, which presented some problems simply because
Sarah was only five years older than Lucy. But they all tried the
best they could. One Saturday afternoon, the three of them made
brightly colored mobiles out of crepe paper and hung them all
over Lucy's room. It was the baby's room, after all, and somehow
they needed to create a nursery atmosphere to make up for the
fact that Lucy Shipley was twenty-nine years old.
At first it was fun. When Gerald and Sarah picked her up
from work, they would sit in the car and examine their watches
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crossly and Sarah would say, "What a girl for dillydallying she
is. It's terrible. She certainly didn't get it from me."
And they would make her wrap up warmly and not stay out
late and tuck her into bed. But it wore thin. Gerald and Sarah
did not have any children of their own because they raised their
voices too often, weren't patient enough, and despised dependent
things. They didn't like having a child and everyone was relieved
when they unanimously voted to go on to the sister cycle after
only two-and-a-half weeks.
As Lucy and Sarah lay on the Navajo rug in the front room,
Sarah said, "Sometimes I just thinl< about Mother so much that
I don't think I can stand it anymore. I hate to thinl< of her being
in a rest home."
"She was a liability," said Lucy. "On that bicycle she was
hell careening around the neighborhood. When she ran over
Timothy Webster and gave him thirty stitches, I knew
something had to give."
"But you know she hated homes. I always remember when
we were young, she told us, 'People should never be in homes.
It just isn't right,' and the way she said 'isn't right' gave me
chills," said Sarah.
"Six bottles of vodka a week," Lucy said. "It just kills me
to think of it, six bottles a week. We should never have drunk
it with her."
"It's in the genes," said Sarah.
"Let me show you Mother," Lucy said, "all I have left. All
I brought with me of her."
Lucy brought out an old and battered handbag. It was lizard
skin and grotesque.
"Driver's license, lipstick, small bottle of rum, bicycle
clips," Lucy said.
"How old she looks," Sarah said as she touched the license
lightly. "I have her eyes."
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Sarah unwound the lipstick: "Magnolia Passion." She
smeared it on her lips and rubbed them together. She went to
the mirror.
"Mother's color," she said.
The license had a large "Revoked" stamped on it.
"Drinking," said Lucy.
"I wish Mother and I hadn't drifted apart," sighed Sarah. "If
only she had liked Gerald more, things would have worked out
so differently."
Sarah and Lucy tried not to refer to the "rift" too often. It
was painful for Sarah to discuss.
" Mother didn't want to go to the home because of Aunt
Agatha," Lucy said. "I wish Mother didn't feel so bothered by
it. The time that Aunt Agatha bit the head off Theresa's scuba
diving doll. I mean, it was one of the happiest days of my whole
life."
There were parties each weekend and lots of drinking and
laughing. Gerald and Sarah had a little group of friends they
always invited over.
Gerald played the piano and he would sing, "Sisters ... did
you ever see such sweet sisters?" to a tune Lucy suspected he had
composed himself. And Lucy and Sarah would sway together.
Sarah said, "That dark brown hair of Lucy's is a throwback to
Grandma. Mother always liked her hair better than mine. Brushed
hers fifty times a night and mine only thirty. These small things
have an effect, you know. It's the small things that matter."
When Lucy became really drunk she would pretend to be
her mother on her bicycle on the driveway, lolling over to one
side. Sarah saw her mother's hair flowing out to the side and
the pastel scarfs she would wear.
"Oh, Lucy," she would say, "to be able to capture her so
brilliantly and beautifully. It's practically a gift. It's Mother. It's
Mother. I get choked up."
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"It was art," Gerald would later tell her, "sheer and utter art."
And at the parties Sarah and Gerald would lie beside each
other on the couch and say, "Now, who can we find as a lover
for our dear Lucy?"
"Blood calls to blood," Sarah would say. "I just can't let her
live alone. I would prefer to cut off my right arm than leave her
alone." She always accompanied her words with a movement,
a soft chop on her arm, "Cut it right off."
Lucy lived in the small atticlike room at the top of their
house. It became infused with her own personality, different
from the rest of the house.
"Droll," Sarah would say and lie on the bed with her light
brown hair lying out in all directions. "Damned droll up here."
Downstairs was a sheer confusion of art and design and artistic
people's temperaments.
Sarah and Gerald made love noisily and at night. As Lucy
lay in bed trying to sleep, she could hear them.
Gerald was a freelance writer and he worked in a small room
downstairs in the house and he wrote loudly. Lucy found him
slightly distasteful at times with his dark eyes and sallow skin.
There was something nervy about him, Lucy thought. He talked
too quickly and pulled his fingers along the stubble on his chin
as he talked. It didn't seem quite right to Lucy.
"Christine, Sarah, Theresa, and Lucy," he would say, "the
Shipley sisters. I always thought you four were like the Bronte
sisters or something Chekhov would write about. Sometimes
when I called up I would say, 'Are any of the Shipley sisters free
tonight?' and I would just take whoever was free. That's why,
Lucy, I sometimes took you out."
Sometimes when friends came over in the afternoon to hear
Gerald's new poem or admire Sarah's new splashed wall hanging
they would ask, "Now where exactly did you find Lucy?" and
they would go through the long rigmarole of how they found
her and took her in and how she belonged.
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One day Sarah dyed her hair dark brown and came home with
a large Indian scarf wrapped around her head. Gerald and Lucy were
sitting at the dining room table playing Scrabble when Sarah came
in. She pulled the scarf off with a flourish, like a conjuring trick.
"Mother always preferred your hair color," Sarah said, "and
I thought, oh what the hell, I'll be like you and Grandma."
At Sunday dinners Lucy and Sarah showed Gerald what happened when their Uncle Peter came over to visit.
"That was in the days long before I met you," Sarah said
and leaned over to rub Gerald's arm.
"Uncle Peter was an explorer. He was always dressed in the
same red shirt and blue jeans and wore mountaineering equipment wherever he went because he was on a crusade to find
faulty parts. And the only way he could find out was to constantly wear the equipment," said Lucy.
"He was a savior," said Sarah. "He saved lives by wearing
his equipment."
"Once he even climbed Everest," said Lucy.
"Oh, don't be so gullible," said Sarah. "That's just the kind
of thing we wanted to believe when we were children. Lucy, you
know perfectly well that Uncle Peter never climbed Everest. We
just wanted to think he had."
Sarah and Lucy demonstrated the ceremonial and feverish
swapping of kitchen utensils that Mother and Uncle Peter did
"while drinking small glasses of vodka that we constantly had
to refill," said Sarah.
Lucy and Sarah did it in the kitchen. Pulling out the cutlery
drawer and laying all the knives, forks and spoons out, they
exchanged them in a haphazard, bizarre fashion.
"But I don't understand," said Gerald. "Why on earth did
they want to swap kitchen utensils?"
Lucy and Sarah began to laugh and laugh together. Holding
on to each other's sleeves like clowns, they had convulsions as
they shook with raucous laughter.
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"Variety is the spice of life," sung Sarah, and Lucy and she
began to laugh again.
One day Theresa unexpectedly showed up on the doorstep.
She had short dark hair and looked Jewish but she wasn't. Sarah
found her when she came back from her art class.
"I'm Theresa Shipley, Lucy's sister," said Theresa, and Sarah
felt at a bit of a loss somehow.
Sarah walked around Theresa in slow circular movements.
She seemed unsure. Another Shipley sister was an unexpected
event. Then she hurriedly tidied the guest bedroom.
That night they all sat around the dinner table. As it was
a special event, Gerald had made his crepes.
Theresa said, "I have taken to sleepwalking and really, it
is the best thing that could have happened to me. It is quite a
discovery. In my sleep I have travelled the world, and on my
feet I have the callouses to prove it. It truly is miraculous."
Gerald said to her, "Callouses on your feet and joy in your
heart. Poetic."
The day after Theresa arrived, they were all on the front
porch, Sarah and Gerald sprawled and Lucy and Theresa sitting
demurely.
Sarah said, "Lucy, you have taken to sleepwalking and last
night in your sleep you came down to our bedroom. You walked
up to us and tried to pull Gerald out of the covers. What a look
you had on your face."
Then Sarah laughed and turned to Gerald and pulled him
close to her face before she put out her tongue and very carefully
circled Gerald's lips. She was lying; she, Gerald, and Lucy all
knew it, and yet they each revelled in it. Theresa didn't revel
in it. She seemed uncomfortable.
"Sleepwalking-it's such a family trait," said Lucy.
Theresa spent her days at the library reading books in
whatever section Lucy happened to be working in. She sat at
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the desks as if she were studying. She had dark green notecards
and on them she would write Lucy notes such as "How did
Gerald and Sarah find you?" and "Do they have some kind of
sexual hangup that they feel they have to be so loud?" She
presented these notecards to Lucy solemnly, and Lucy read them
silently and placed them in her pocket.
That evening Sarah said, "Theresa, that little gold travelling
clock that you have. I was wondering where you got it from.
Did Mother give it to you? It reminds me of the one Mother
always had on her bedside cabinet, and I was wondering if
perhaps it was the same clock."
Theresa looked at Sarah for a moment and then said, "Lucy,
what I don't understand is why the geology and geography
sections are practically one and the same. It just seems ridiculous
to me because they are such completely different subjects."
That night Lucy was awakened by Sarah feverishly pulling
at her arm. Lucy switched on her bedside lamp and looked up
at Sarah's strained face.
"That travelling clock was my birthright," she said. "I can't
believe that Theresa and Mother would do that to me. Theresa
is so insensitive. Did you notice the way she tried to just brush
the subject aside by ignoring me? I've had to endure years of her
ignoring me, and I simply am not going to stand for it."
Lucy said, "The clock was yours, Sarah? Mother was always
so vague about who should get what. Those turquoise earrings
were always meant to be mine, and I don't know what happened
to them." Lucy felt sleepy and disjointed.
"It just hurts me so much," Sarah said and began to rock
herself. "To know that she gave it to Theresa instead. She
promised me. She promised me and I believed her. We were on
the porch and it was a Friday. I still remember it so vividly. Blue
sky, tinge of yellow. She had vodka on her breath and tears in
her eyes, and she said, 'Sarah, Sarah, I want this to be yours when
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I am gone. So from time to time when you look at it, you will
think of me.' Don't you get it, Lucy? It was a pun. Time. You know
that Mother was never witty. That was why it meant so much."
Lucy said, "It's accidental, just accidental. Resolvable.
Theresa just doesn't understand. That's all."
Sarah gripped Lucy's thin arm and said, "Why didn't Mother
like Gerald? I loved him so-that dress she wore to the wedding,
that olive green one with the jungle print. I loved her and she
wore that to my wedding. I feel such a pain in my gut."
Sarah fell asleep on the bed. On top of the sheets, her head
lying up towards where Lucy lay in the darkness, Lucy's dark
brown hair lying over Sarah's brown hair.
The next day over breakfast Sarah said very carefully as if
each word was a different marble in her mouth, "What I fail to
understand and always will fail to understand is why Mother
could resent me putting her in a home when I bought her that
beautiful bicycle to take with her. Pink with purple sparkles.
It was sensational. I think of her so often riding around the
driveway of the home ringing the bell. And I bought her an
especially loud bell. Sunny Valley Rest Home. Sometimes the
words creep down my spine. It wasn't all my fault either. You
two agreed that she should be put in the home."
"For God's sake," said Theresa, "I don't know where your
bloody mother is but one thing is damn sure-she isn't in
Sunny Valley Rest Home."
For a moment Theresa looked at Sarah, and then she very
carefully put her napkin on the table and went upstairs. Lucy
followed Theresa to her room.
"Stay, stay," Lucy said. She grabbed Theresa's blue-striped
dress and held it to herself and said, "I won't let you pack this.
I won't let you pack this."
Theresa ignored her and when everything else was packed
in her bags, she leaned over and awkwardly pulled Lucy to her
in a sideways hug. She lightly touched Lucy's shoulder.

80

The Company of Lovers

Lucy looked at her. "Theresa, were we like the Brontes when
we were young? Were we like something from Chekhov? Did
we all sit around Mother's knees like a cameo scene from

Little Women?"
"We were never quite sure what to do with each other," said
Theresa.
When Theresa had packed all her clothes into her little
suitcase, she took a taxi to the airport.
The next day Sarah officially changed her name to Sarah
Shipley Follett. Driver's license, check book, credit cards. For
a long time she sat on the stairs and said, "Sarah Shipley Follett"
over and over again like it was a song. "How beautifully it rings,"
she said.
Gerald murmured at the dinner table, "Never liked Theresa.
Even if I called and she was the only one home, I didn't take
her out. Nasty streak in her."
Lucy was quiet.
"Lucy. Lucy Shipley," said Sarah. "Why this silence?"
"Bad blood. It's not good. It's just not good at all. You and
Theresa arguing like children. I wish things had changed," said
Lucy quietly.
"Some things never change," said Sarah darkly. She sat with
her head in one hand, clasping her dark brown hair in the other.
In the guest room Theresa had left the travelling clock
behind. Underneath the clock was the receipt. Theresa had
bought it a week before her trip and it had cost $14.99. On the
receipt she had scrawled in lopsided handwriting, "Not worth
losing a sister over, is it?"
"Nasty," said Sarah. "Family and all that but definitely nasty."
The cousin cycle came next. Sarah said, "I must remain a
Shipley-it's all legal now and I have no desire to change. We
can both be Shipleys. Shipley cousins."
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Lucy did her hair differently. She was Peter's daughter. She
could stomach vodka and climb cliffs simultaneously. She would
sit up in bed and read books about the climb up Everest and
sometimes listen to Gerald and Sarah making love.
Lucy wore mountaineering clothes around the house to
carry on the crusade her father had begun. They really didn't
suit her skinny little frame . They hung on her.
One day Sarah said to her, "Gerald is very sexually attracted
to you. Who can blame him with your ethereal features? Poise.
That's what you have-a sense of poise. Maybe it comes from
all that walking that you do. Makes your limbs supple. It's a
tum-on. Who can blame him?"
Lucy said, "I don't understand. No really, I don't understand." Lucy was plain, not ethereal.
Lucy started to work late and was changed to the anthropology section, where she threw herself into tribal Africa with
a vigor. She took long walks in her brown boots and slept late.
Sarah used to leave her notes on the fridge: "Christine called"
and "Lasagna in the fridge if you want some."
Lucy talked in a British accent because she had lived in
England as a child. Her father had lectured at mountaineering
clubs. Her accent was a showpiece.
"When we were children I tried so hard to mimic you, " Sarah
said. " There was something about your accent that just captivated me."
One day Sarah said, "Have you noticed the way that
Gerald looks at you, Lucy? Come on, you can't really be as
naive as you pretend. Uncle Peter always was a sensual man.
I always suspected that my mother and him were somehow
involved."
"What?" said Lucy. "Ar.e you trying to say that my father
and your mother had something going? That disgusts me."
" I have my ideas," Sarah said and refused to discuss it any
further.
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When Lucy appeared bewildered, Sarah said, "But, don't
worry. I don't hold it against you. It must be hard to live with
lovers."
On weekends when they played in the park flying kites,
Lucy was conscious of Gerald's face and his narrowed eyes. She
looked away as he and Sarah rolled on the grass together and
caressed each other.
One day Sarah was waiting on Lucy's bed for her to come
home. She had dyed Lucy's cream sheets bright splashed colors,
and she lay on them with her eyes closed.
"It really was a very clever move, all that nonsexual talk.
I almost believed you," she said. "Of course, it really was obvious
from the beginning what you were after. All that reserve. I bet
that underneath it all you were festering the whole time ."
Lucy said briefly and coolly, "Nothing was festering.
Nothing. And I preferred my sheets cream."
"Uncle Peter always was a sly one. Him and his mountaineering equipment. Those odd Sunday rituals. There was
something odd there . Something very odd."
"Sarah," said Lucy, "I find Gerald sexually repulsive. I have
no interest in him. Do you and he have some kind of sexual
hangup that you have to make love so noisily?"
That night as Lucy sat on the porch, she could hear them
talking in the front room. It was a calm and warm night, but
she sat with her arms wrapped around herself.
"You've wanted to do it ever since we picked up that damn
little librarian. I've seen it. I've seen what you think."
"Oh, Sarah. She's your cousin. Blood calls to blood, and we
should look after her. But I would never do anything sexual with
her," said Gerald.
"Gerald, I'm sorry to be so paranoid but it's difficult having
grown up with three sisters. It makes you feel so insecure at
times."
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Gerald kissed her repeatedly on the lips and said, "But you
were the one that I loved."
"Anyway, I don't want to be cruel," said Sarah, "but I almost
want to ask Lucy to move out. I need that attic room. I want
to repaint it for when Mother comes to visit out of that rest
home. I think she would like something done in pink with small
spriggy flowers."
She paused and then said, "Gerald, I just don't like the
thought of my mother being in a rest home. If you had known
her better, you would see how unhappy she must be there."
When they awoke the next morning, Lucy was gone. On the
hall mirror she had written in lipstick: "I picked you two upyou didn't pick me up."
Gerald wished that just once he could have held Lucy's
hands in his when they walked along so he could have felt the
lightness of her bones. And Sarah forwarded every letter from
Theresa. Carefully and religiously.
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